Dr L J Schouten. Accepted January 1994 When the first annual report of The Netherlands Cancer Registry' was published in 1992, media attention was focussed on the estimates of the risk of developing cancer. Many newspapers stated that one in every three men and one in every four women would have cancer before the age of 75 years. These estimates were based on calculations of the cumulative risk.2 In essence, cumulative risk is a conditional probability. Because it is conditional on survival until a certain given age, it will overestimate the risk of developing cancer at an advanced age, when there is a greater risk of dying from a competing cause. It is possible to adjust for the effect of competing causes of death, however, by using life expectancy tables. This method was first described in the 1950s,3 4 but has received widespread attention only recently. 56 We applied the life Centre, Limburg)), located in Maastricht.89
All malignancies, including non-infiltrating malignancies, were recorded, with the ex-3000 ception of basal cell carcinoma of the skin and non-infiltrating cervical cancer. Completeness 2500 -_ of case ascertainment was studied by comparison with an independent registry by general practitioners. 0 From this study the com- 
malignancy was considered in the case of mul-/ ,,0'e tiple primary cancers. For the incidence at o , specific sites, only the first recorded invasive Age (y) Figure 2 Cumulative rate, cumulative risk, and life In figure 3 , the probability of eventually developing cancer from a given age onwards (for people free of cancer at the beginning of the given interval) is shown for males and females. In males, after a slight increase, the probability remains stable until the age of 50 years. Beyond this age the probability of developing cancer declines rapidly. In females, the probability is constant until the age of 40 years. Thereafter the decline in probability is less rapid than for males. Figure 4 shows the probability of developing prostatic cancer in males and breast cancer in females. The difference is striking. The 
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